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1 _i --- ^- - - - - -- - 5° depressed-- P^opl^ interpret guilty pro voicing 

sitnatioh s^dif f e^rently than nondepressed^p^ople?.. Cognitive- behavioral 
theories of psychopat hology would pre d;^ct r hat they dOr since a major 
premise cfsteh theories is that maladaptive emotional patterns are 
mirrored in distinct' cogniti ve responses. Highly depressed subjects. , 
in ah expldratory study of this gues%ibn were significantly harsher ^ 
ir evaluations of their bwn Quilt-prbvoRihg behavior r and were 
significantly less likely to provide a i ustif ication for it^ than 
were mil dly : depressedj and * hbndepresse^: subiect s . The depr^assed groups 
were also sigrificahtly mbre likelyi than the hondepr essed grbup^ tb 
focus bn guilt-prbyoRihg situational features and tb identify 
self-briehtedr* rather than inter persbhai ^ behaviors as ' 
guilt- pr (evoking^ • Future in vestiqat ion should attempt to distinguish 
the cognitive biases or distortions (^. q. ^ selective recall r overly 
strict self -evaluative standards, attributions to internal causalityl 
that may contribute to these differences. (Author/CS) ^ 
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•: ' . From "Si,gmundj) Freud (1917, 193'9j to Aaron Beck (1967],- 
cl'ihicar accounts of^'dep.ression have identified excessive and 
inappropriate feelings of guilt 'as a syttiptoffi. of depression. ■ 
Guilt has, been .defined 'in ways ;that imply a wide- range of' 
causal theories, but as a symptom, it can best be defined 
/ descriptively- - as a conscious, unpleasant emotion which is 
directed at oneself; Guilt involves" feelings of regret for 
some outcome coupled with respons ibi 1 ity for it. ,This. 
definition draws on the thinking of Martina-Hoffman (19 75) 
and Derek Wright (1971). Certain features of guilt should 
make it especially intriguing for i-esearchers concerned' with 
depression:' In. the first p.lace, to feel g'tiilt implies- 
perceiving a ciegative outc6ffi.e--ih particular-, that'one'-s 

\behavior violates one's values. Beck (1967) and^ Bandura ' 
(1977a), among others , have suggested biassed, perception of ' 
negative ^outcomes is characteristic in depression. Second, 
one feels guiity for events for which one feels personal 
responsibility. ' An inordinate tendency to attribute 
personal responsibility to negative ^ outcomes in depression is 
a promir^nt feature of the reformulated theory of . hei-pless - 



liess put forth by Abramsori, Seligman, and- Teasdale (1978). 

■ Yet the area of depress ion ' and guilt has been 
virtually uhtbu^hed by, empirical research. The unanswered 
questions ar&'^both quant itative- -do depressed people indeed 



feel more guilt than nondepressed ones, and what conditions 
affect -these difif erences ? and -qual i tat ive - - do depressed 
people ^interpret gu.ilt-provdking sdtuatidns differently 

"than ridh-depres^ed, pedple?' Cdgriitive-behavidral thedries 
of psychopatholo gy would predict such qualitative differences ^ 
sinde a major preipise of theirs is the idea that maladaptive 
emotional- 'pat-terns 'are mirrored in distinctive cognitive 
responses. The present study was designed as an initial . - 

exploration of qualitative di-fferencfes in reactions to 
guil t-provo.4cing situations as a function of depression/ 

As befits an exploratory ^ tudy , the theo^ret ical ^^^^ 
profile was low. The general promisee was that eog»nittv^^ 
responses conducive: to s elf - criticism 'would be more cpmmoo' 
among depressed ^han nohdepressqd persons. A number of 
oth<?rwise < differ ing cognitive iheories agree on this predic- 
tidn.._ For instance, the' iitternal' attributional bias for 
negative .dutcdmes which 'the reformulated th<5ory of helplessness 

^^,(Abramson: et al.,. 1978) prdpdses would increase seM-criticism. 
Stringent self -evaluative^ .standard$ , which Bandura Cl977b) 

,- 8" -" _ - , 

views as' key to depressidn, wdUld dispose depressed persons \^ 
to perceiving mdre situatidns as invdlAMng failure to meet- 
personal standards. Def icient "cdgni tive skills for coping 
and prdb-lem- so Ivi-ng , emphasized byGdtlib and Asarndw (1979) 
•and by Rehm _ (1977)., ^wduld be reflected in lessened ability 
to cdpe with guil t -provoking situations. And. Beckys (1967) 



pVoposed negative schema and cognitive distortions .would 
result in self -cast igating interpretations o£ otherwise 
neutral situations. ' 

; ■ To explore. the nature o£ self-criticism in depres- 
sion^ we chose to. study gui If -provoking situations reported 
by subjects themselves. The contrasting strategy of presenting, 
standard situations to all subjects has many evident assets. 
A,t the same time, a fascinating and. little understood aspect 
of guilt IS. the wide range of experiences which different 
people find guilt-provoking (Klass, 19,78^). We wished to 
avoid,, unduly constraining the type of s/tua.tion sub j ects 
responded to therefore . We also .wanted to obtain empirically 
a range of guilt-provoking situations for use in future 

studies. Therefore, we devised a Situation Questionnaire 

• ■ - ■ / 

- - - -- --^ -- - ■ - ^ ^ _J__L_LJ1J__ I' 1 11 ' ^ _ L 1 _ 

on which subtj/octs described a guilt-provoking Situation 

y / 

they had experienced and on which open-ended questions 

\ ^-^'^ 

tapped a number of features relating td^self -critical cognitions 



One hundred and fifty-one college students (90 men 
and 61 women) participated in the study." The Situation 

- ' . : - - - - \- -- _ - - - 

Questionnaire elicited. a description of a ''recent situation 
in which you felt guilty". the key open-ended questions 
concerned how the subject had reacted in the situation, his/ 
her -Reasons for the guilt-provoking action , ideas about why' 
he/she felt guilty, and possible alternative behaviors. 
Responses were ^coded for self -criticism-relevant ^features , 



whic*h were defined for "each qtiestiion 6n an a priori basis.* 
The coding sy^stem drew on previous content analysis systems 
developed bv Baridura, Underwood, and Fromsdn (1975) ^ and bv 
Sutton- Simon . aild Goldfried (1979), . The responses were coded * 
by the authors,* who were blind as to depression scores. A : 
second rat.er, blind to all experimental 'hypotheses and to 
depression scores, made ratings on 30 randomly * selected, 
protocals, and interrater agreemejtt averaged 81%. Thus, the 
salient 'aspects o-f self -crriticism could be reliably identified; 
The measure of depression' was the long form of the 

* \ \* _ : _ _ _ \ _ _ u _ 

Beck Depressilon Inventory C'BDI: Beck, Ward, M:endelson, Mock, 
§ Erbaugh^ 1961) > which was administered in counteirbalanced; 
order with the Situation Questionnaire. Using BDI scores, 
the group was divided ijito a lower third (the nondepressed 
group) -y a middle third .(the mild-depressed group) , and an 
upper' third (the high-depressed 'group) . The BDI ^scores of 
the ndjidep.res'sed group were 0 to 3/ of tTie mild-depressed 
group, 4 to 8i and of the 'high-de^pressed group, 9 and above. 
There wex^— ftO' effects of sex or order of test administration 
on self -criticism, so both sexes* atid orders of administration ^- 
were combined for the analysis.^ 

« First, reports of Si^eactidi^ in the gui It -provoking 
sitjaations were classified %s neutral ing -- for example, 
apologizing or deciding the behavior was not negative- - 
versus negative - focus , »which would maintain .self -cri~"t5^cism 
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and guilt.- -for example, thinking aboat how hurt fixe other 
person looked. Negative - focus reactions were expected to be 
more common with depression, because they reflect the tendehcy 
to emphasize aversive features of e,xperience and a lack of 
cbpirig skills to neutralize the unpleasant situation: Mild- 
depressed and high-depressed groups were indee^i significantly 
more likely to report negative - focus reactions than the non- 
depressed group); 7'^ ^2;)=6.88^ p .04. The increased negative 
focus would maintain awareiless of aspects o£ the situations 
which would provoke self-criticism. 

The reasons subjects report,ed for their guilt- 
provokihg behavior were classified in 'terms of the presence 
of self - justifications . Self -justifications included personal 
desires and incentives (e.g., "I wanted to enjoy myself for 
once'') as well as attributions to external forces that dictated 
the be^havior (^^the-devil-made-me-do-it'' attributions). Since 
self -justifications give extenuating circumstances and diminish 
self.- evaluative reactions,' they were expected to be less common 
among::-^pressed persons. , This expectation was borne out. 
Self -justification was significantly less common among the 
high- depressed group than in either the nondepressed or mild- 
depressed group, (2) = 5.01, p .02. Only 67% of the high- 
depressig^d group provided self -jus tifications , whil^90% o£- 
the mild-depressed and nondepressed groups did. 
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Another dimension relfevanr^to self-critici was the 
harshness with which the subjects evaluated their guilt- 
pTovoking action. Relatively harsh negative evaluations were. ^ 
expressed in emotionally intense descriptions, as oppose^d to 
more fact^ual descriptions o£ the guiltr provoking situation. 
An example may clarify this distinction. Negative evaluation 
would be scored for I cdmprbntised myself and gave in to _ 
weaknesses while "I hurt someone's feelings'* wbuld not be 
so scored.; Analysis of variance of negative evaluation scores 
showed a significant effect of depression, jF(2 , 148) =5 . 22 ,' ju^. 01 . 
Individual comparisons -us ing Newman-Keuls tests showed the 
high-depressed group expressed s ign^if icant iy more negative 

evaluations than the mild-depressed or nondepressed grxDups, 

' . . . . . i _ . _ . . _ __ __ . _ ' 

who divd not differ. Thus the high-depressed group was more 

Intensely negative about the nature and magnitude their 

transgression., 

A serendipitous finding concerning the types of 

situations reported as gull t ^provoking is relevant here: 

Situational content was classified as se If - oriented (for ' 

example, breaking a diet, not studying^ versjus social (for 

example, forgetting a social obligation, expressing annoyance 

at a friend). There was a highly significant ^difference in 

the likelihood of self -or iented conte.nt as a function of 

depres s ion , '^.'^ (2) = 7,29, .005. The mild- and high-depressed 

groups reported self -or iented content signi-f icantly more 



8 



ERIC 



frequentlv than the non-depressed group; These self- 
oriented situations appear mild or even trivial to an outside 



obsisrver. One wonders - -might their frequency reflect a more 
stringent and s-elf -critical view of even minor failings. ; 

Finally^ subjects also had an opportunity to provide 
a pidssible alternative to their gui It -provoking behavior. 
The mild- depressed and high- depres sed - groups were s igntff icant ly 
less likely to describe something they could have done instead 
of the gui It -provoking action than the nondepressed group, 
(2) = 8-54, £.<(.02, This difference may reflect a deficit 
in problem- solving skills with depression (Gotlib § Asarnbw, 

- - ■ ' ■ f 1- - 

1979). The lack of alternative sugg^tions resembles response 
uncontrollability (Abramspri • e t a3^., 1978) and lessened 
self -efficacy (Bandura, i977'k^v Soupied uith the' harsher 
self-criticism found i'n ,the;:dep^essed grouf^s, it is consistent 
with Abramson and: Sack^m' s^:^197Z.) proposal of a paradoxical' 
combination of . self -blame :an.^^;Rcontrollabi lity in depression. 



To summarize: . The-' hi95i- depres'sed subje.cts .were 

v ... _.. : ..... _ 

significantly less likely to.; express -a justification for their' 



guilt -provoking behavior and, in fact, expressed significantly 

harsher evaluations of theirK:behavior as negative and trans- 

V • ... 

gressive than the nondepressed and mild-depressed groups. 

: . . ' . . . : .: ----- ^^'^ : - ^ 

The high-depressed and mild -depressed subjects were sp.gnifi- 
cantly more likely to report reactions that would maintain 
focus , on> gui It -provoking aspects of the situation and less 



: : _ : _ -_ ^ _ ......... ..• 

likely to" provide ah alternative behavior they could have 

'\ ... • . 

engaged in. Thus, the findings are consistent with the notijon 
of differences in how gui 1 1 - provoking situat^ions are inter- 
preted, and, in particular, with greater self -crit icism , 
as a function^ of- depression. ■ . ^ 

* The results should encourage further investigation, 

for the study was not designed to distinguish which of 
several relevant cognitive biasses have roles in the"^' obtained 
differences. First, selective -recall and reporting of - • 
.experiences that provoke more negative and se If -critical 
react ions : may be involved. Here, Beck's (1967> notion of 
a negative schema for interpreting the past is pertinent. 
Or the differences may reflect actual behavioral differences 
relating to depression, including lessened social inter-i 
action, more frequent self-control f-aiiures, and iessendd 
ability to extricate oneself from, aver s ive rumination,. asV 
coping skills mo^dels like those of Rehm- [1977) andGotlib 
and Asarnow (1979) would predict. Thi rd , Vs imi lar situations 
may be viewed as more sel^-disappointing by depressed' persons , 
du^ to characteristic 'Cognitive distortions. These might 
include stricter self • evaluative standaxil, so that- more 



situations are p^rc^ived as transgress ive (Bandura^s maj-or 

_ . _ i ^ v:: _ ^ _ _ ^ _ _ J / 

emphasis, 1977b) and bias^^ed ^attributions to internal 



causality, as Abramson et al. (1978) suggest 



To move further in distinguishing these possible 
sourtfes of the current findings, standard situations must 
be presented Xo all subjects. Dependent measures that 
distinctly tap t>he differing mediational processes should 
\ be used. Qnesuch study is currently being conducted 

CKlass, Note 1). In this research, the possible differences 
in guilt situation content ar^e followed up, as well, by 
comparing responses to s tandard social versus self -control 
situations as a function of depression. 

Clearly, the exploratory nature >and non-standard 
stimuli impose .limits on the present study, At the same 
time the approach has some virtues, By leaving responses - 
'more open than usual, new patterns could be revealed, such 
as the possible distinction between social and s elf - or tented 
^sitt^a'tions, , /The Situations Questionnaire did indeed tap a 
wide range of .guilt situations beyond those/ which could be 
manipulated experimentally. For instance,' forgetting social 
obligations was one of the most commonly described guilt- 
provoking experiences. Our knowledge of such areas of guilt 
will enhance tftl content validity of future research on guilt 
and depression. . -, 
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